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Abstract: This paper is centred on the progressive curriculum and sustained positive
impact of the Rabbit Hole – the University of Western Sydney's Bachelor of Design
teaching studio. The award-winning Rabbit Hole is a unique learning environment,
incorporating participatory design methods and a work integrated learning
framework that facilitates situated learning experiences, where live projects with realworld outcomes bridge the gap between academia, community and industry. Through
a series of case studies, this paper demonstrates how the Rabbit Hole utilises the
transformative agency of its innovative design pedagogy to inspire and empower
socially responsible emergent designers.
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Samantha Edwards-Vandenhoek and Katrina Sandbach

Introduction
The Rabbit Hole, officially recognised as 'Professional Design Studio', is a year long
capstone unit of the four year Bachelor of Design degree in the School of Humanities
and Communication Arts, University of Western Sydney (UWS). The Rabbit Hole
incorporates participatory design methods and work integrated learning – an
innovative and situated approach to learning and teaching. The emphasis is on studio
practice that is both student-centred and client-focused, with the teaching team
providing opportunities for students to work on real life design projects with
community bodies and industry partners, with an emphasis on design advocacy and
professional engagement. A dynamic learning space, the Rabbit Hole is considered a
cornerstone of the Design program, and the studio has been awarded at both industry
and university level. In 2008 Rabbit Hole students won a highly prestigious Australian
Graphic Design Association award for the studio’s self-branding and identity project.
Additionally, in 2011 the Rabbit Hole teaching team was awarded the UWS Vice
Chancellor’s Award for Teaching Excellence, “acknowledged for innovative practice and
problem-based pedagogy” (UWS 2012).
This paper describes the Rabbit Hole in detail, focusing on its progressive approach
to curriculum design, using case studies to highlight the importance of learning and
teaching studios in the context of design education in general, but also specifically
within the context of UWS and its surrounding community; the Greater Western
Sydney area.

The Rabbit Hole
In the context of design education, the design studio can be described as a “physical
space where students learn to become practitioners through ‘learning by doing’ rather
than the more conventional transmission of knowledge content” (Shao et al. 2007).
This is the principle of situated learning central to Lave and Wagner (1991), who assert
that traditional accounts of learning ignore its social character. Situated learning theory
advances an approach where learning is embedded in participation and action, arguing
that it is through the process of collaboration and sharing in a local and social context
that students learn and develop their communities of practice.
Situated learning strategies actively encourage students to develop empathy,
optimism and integrative thinking – central to the “design thinker’s personality profile”
(Brown 2008). It is a participatory and experiential approach to design education that
puts people first. As Brown (2008) argues, empathy enables designers to imagine the
world from a multitude of perspectives (e.g. clients, end users, customers). Integrative
thinking means that designers are able to see all of the salient and potential solutions
to a design situation, often improving on or providing unforeseen alternatives (Brown
2008, 3). Integrative thinking is tied to optimism, which assumes that no matter how
challenging a design problem, there is the potential for a positive outcome (Brown
2008, 3).
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Figure 1. The Rabbit Hole design studio. Source: Author’s own photograph.

The Rabbit Hole is the University of Western Sydney’s Bachelor of Design teaching
studio, operating from a purpose built space at the Werrington South Campus (Figure
1). By definition, the Rabbit Hole is a learning space that reflects a pedagogical move
towards developing magnetic physical and online learning spaces that respond to the
radical shift in student learning cultures (Oblinger 2004). Typical of a design studio,
the space is equipped with the physical stuff that is essential to design practice –
technology, tools, and furniture that facilitates independent and collaborative work,
and socialising. However, what characterises this learning space apart from the others
used to teach design at UWS is the prevalence of design artifacts and ephemera that fill
the corners and crannies of the studio. The artifacts represent design tradition,
including iconic design posters, books, and equipment used to inspire and make design,
and ephemera evidences the studio’s past and present activity, including student
murals, print samples, packaging experiments, test images, paper remnants and
typographic graffiti. Suggesting that these material traces of design and designing are
as important as the physical elements of the learning studio environment, a research
study about the Rabbit Hole conducted in 2010 found that students described this
material as place-making. According to the study, Rabbit Hole students saw the studio
as a cornerstone of the UWS design program, symbolising the accomplishment of 3
years of prior study, and a place to anchor down in their final year before heading out
into the professional sphere.
Significantly, students perceived the Rabbit Hole as a kind of ‘clubhouse’ for their
community and a place where they can play, rest and shelter… an active, noisy and
messy place – where learning and doing design occurred in a social environment,
and where friendships were formed or consolidated through collaboration.
(Sandbach 2011, 154)
In addition to its physical and material qualities, key to the Rabbit Hole are its
people. This includes the teaching team, students, clients, industry guests, alumni and
technical staff who converge to make possible the ’live briefs’ at the core of Rabbit Hole
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curriculum. In particular, Rabbit Hole graduates are encouraged to maintain links with
the studio, and many return to guest lecture about their practice and career to the
current cohort. In addition, the teaching team maintains strong industry networks
drawn from their collective professional experience in graphic design, art direction and
photography. Industry partners provide internships for our students, and also ensure
that the Rabbit Hole remains on the pulse of industry practices in order to develop
teaching practices that reflect current industry issues and trends, enabling the teaching
team to provide diverse and engaging learning experiences.

A living curriculum
Coordinated by Edwards-Vandenhoek since 2007 the Rabbit Hole has facilitated
opportunities for students to work on real projects with actual clients, bridging the
“gap between theory and practice, academic and industry expectations” (EdwardsVandenhoek 2012). Wenger (1998) describes a “living curriculum” that connects
people, enables interaction, dialogue, and a sharing of knowledge. This is the approach
to learning and teaching used in the Rabbit Hole which is also informed by principles of
work integrated learning, social responsibility and participatory design.
The Rabbit Hole curriculum is mobilised by the studio’s ‘live briefs‘, which are design
projects that have budgets, deadlines, and deliverable outcomes with real world
implications for the studio’s clients – a mix of internal clients within UWS and some
from the Greater Western Sydney community, for example, the UWS Equity and
Diversity Department and Western Sydney Transport Users – a not for profit
organisation which aims to support public transport users living, working or residing in
Western Sydney. The live brief framework enables students to have engaging, relevant
and meaningful learning experiences that give them insight into the complexity of
design practice in a dynamic and changing world. This is work integrated learning that
“challenges traditional notions of academic work and the university constituency”, with
the main objective to develop ‘work ready’ and ‘employable’ graduates (Smith et al.
2008, 60), an important concern for Australian universities, government, employers
and students (Graduate Careers Australia 2007).
At the commencement of each live brief and in negotiation with the teaching team,
students nominate their preferred projects based on their existing skills, strengths, and
aspirations, and they work in these teams for the duration of the project (typically a
term or a whole semester). As individuals, students are asked to create a position
description that specifies their role within a project so that there is a clear and mutual
understanding of learning outcomes and professional expectations. This form of
personal assessment asks students to reflect on their existing competencies, using
critical analysis to determine their own strengths and weaknesses, and consider where
they may be best placed, ideally in a project that allows their strengths to flourish while
also strengthening their weaknesses. As a team, students then develop mission
statements, design research, strategies, budgets, client pitches, timelines and
production schedules. In both contexts, students are encouraged to develop their
awareness of the value of design and social responsibility is taught to foster in students
an understanding of how designers create value and meaning in people’s lives, and how
their actions may impact on their immediate community and the larger world (Papanek
1984; Margolin 2006).
Many of the live briefs nurture individual student engagement in a collaborative
environment, such as ‘The Difference Design Makes’ project, which brings into focus
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the role that individual designers have in shaping the future. As these students are
about to enter the workforce as visual communicators, this live brief allows the student
time to pause, reflect and consider their role as an agent of change, as well as the
power of design advocacy and information design to challenge the status quo through
targeting social, economic and political issues. As Eriksen 2012 observes, “design
advocacy is an educational trend garnering much attention for its ability to introduce
design students to real-world issues and allows them an opportunity to develop a
design solution.” Erikson (2012), goes onto argue that “often times, design courses
focus on solutions for fictitious scenarios, and while the lessons are important, they
lack real-world implications”. The Rabbit Hole’s live briefs challenge the norm by
providing students opportunities to work on design projects that have immediate, real
world outcomes.
The range of live briefs on offer are multifaceted, engaging with contemporary
design issues, industry trends, and cross-institutional design pedagogy, with clients and
stakeholders participating in the design process at different stages, depending on the
project at hand. Participatory design involves those affected by design decisions in
making some of those decisions with the basic premise of “open dialogue,
communication and trust” between participants and designer/s (Sanoff 1990, 1).
The majority of Rabbit Hole live briefs involve participatory design. As an exemplar,
the Bachelor of Music Festival branding project engages with the actual performers,
who define their expectations, aspirations, and needs in order for the Rabbit Hole team
to construct the design brief. Another example is the UWS Equity and Diversity project,
where the client is literally in the studio, very hands-on and involved in briefing,
concept development, design direction and final selection of works. This is crucial in
creating momentum and achieving the live brief deliverables, which in turn enables
students to develop their professional communication skills. In the specific context of
the Rabbit Hole live briefs, participatory design is a deeply enriching and satisfying
experience for those involved, often resulting in powerful and meaningful design that
exceeds student and client expectations.

Case studies
Live briefs integrate design pedagogy, industry trends and community needs, and
generally fall under these three categories:




Corporate and commercial briefs
Social advocacy and community based projects
Exhibitions, competitions and design industry engagements

The wide range of live briefs draw on different skills and aptitudes of our students
and are run in the Rabbit Hole throughout a semester, with the aim to:






Provide students with a professional experience that furthers their
understanding of the relationship between design research, conceptual
thinking and specific client needs
Bridge the gap between theory and practice, academic and industry
Provide students with an understanding of the transformative agency of design
Equip students with the literacies and confidence to traverse a range of graphic
design contexts to impact real, sustainable change in their communities of
practice
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A member of the teaching team oversees each project and functions as the creative
director, facilitating the design process and client interactions, rather than intervening
and making design decisions on behalf of the student design team. As such, the onus is
on the student design team to take responsibility and be mutually accountable for the
design approach, the effectiveness of the outcomes and to develop professional
standards of practice, simulating a real life studio scenario. This participatory approach
also encourages students to develop confidence in presenting their ideas and designs in
an informal yet professional setting supporting their independent learning, while
challenging them in a real life context, fostering the professionalism, positive attitude
and integrative thinking expected of them as design graduates.

Case Study 1: The Difference Design Makes
T HE B RIEF
Running annually since 2007, the aim of this live brief is for students to critically
evaluate their personal position on design, and what design means to them as an
emerging creative practitioner. The project explores issues of social responsibility and
personal accountability in the field of graphic design, with students developing an
informed opinion of where they stand within the profession, and also as a global
citizen. This project rests on the premise and belief that designers have the potential to
become agents of change and it is possible as a designer to stand up for something they
believe in. Specifically, students explore the question ‘What is the Difference Design
Can Make?’. This brief also provides students with the opportunity to attend the
AGIDEAS International Design Forum in Melbourne, to engage with the international
design community, and experience a range of viewpoints on visual communication that
inform their own creative response to the brief. Through cross-institutional
collaboration students are also able to exhibit their work in a public space, network
with other emergent designers, industry representatives, and immerse themselves in
the design mecca that is Melbourne.
D ELIVERABLES




Written design manifesto
Visual design manifesto poster
The ‘Difference Design Makes’ zine

Individually, students conduct research on design responsibility as a basis for writing
a position statement on where they stand, and what they stand for as an emerging
designer. They are encouraged to outline and share their view on the difference design
can make through brainstorming and mind mapping sessions, and how best to achieve
a balance between commercial outcomes, responsible and sustainable practice.
Individually, students visually represent their written manifesto as an A1 poster, and
are encouraged to be innovative and experimental with the objective of
communicating a clear message (Figures 2-5).
As a team, UWS students collaborate with students from the external institution in
collating and developing new content for a zine. Each student is allocated 2 spreads
that comprise of their written manifesto, visual manifesto, and a new spread that
expands on both. Each student must also pitch a cover design concept, which is decided
by the group through a pitching and voting system. As a team, students are required to
co-design the layout, complete the final artwork, and manage the deadlines and print
production. Ultimately, the zine is displayed at the annual MCA Contemporary Arts Zine
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Fair, Sydney. This stage of the brief involves an event design to showcase the zines and
must incorporate a way to generate feedback from the general public who are
encouraged to interact with the zine and its embedded social emphasis. Project zines
are exchanged in kind for comments or feedback relevant to the project topic.

Figure 2. Visual Manifesto –“ Reshape
Perceptions”. Extract from Written Manifesto
“Within a world intoxicated by image, text
and sound, the concept of ‘design’ as being a
discipline with depth and meaning has
become overshadowed by an increasing
desire to produce, sell and market. It is my
belief that as a discipline, design enables
people to challenge their perceptions of the
world through utilizing their own experiences
as a mould for new ideas and concepts. As a
result, purposeful design must aim to
encompass the beliefs and thoughts of a
range of people, whilst adhering to each of
their values. Through utilising this mind
frame, design can then be seen as a powerful
tool for change through the way in which it
aims to create informed citizens and reshape
the way we interact with our environment.“
Permission to reproduce work has been given
by student.

Figure 3. Visual Manifesto – “We are
Interpreters”. Extract from Written Manifesto
– “Good design is both clear and clever. Know
where you stand and have your beliefs. It will
make you a better human, and in turn a
better designer." Permission to reproduce
work has been given by student.
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Figure 4. Visual Manifesto – “Jamming the
Signal”. Extract from Written Manifesto –
“We as designers must widen our frequency,
transmitting the new issues that threaten our
sustainability, in hopes to override the
consumer message that has dominated our
practice and social beliefs. Through our
influence on society we can influence
ourselves through social change in trends,
this is where the difference can be made. So
be creative, be daring, be defiant, but above
all else, be informative.” Permission to
reproduce work has been given by student.

Figure 5. Visual Manifesto – “We Live in a
Designed World.” Extract from Written Manifesto
– “We not only need to understand and respect
the importance designers have to play in our
changing world. We have a duty to the consumer
to provide them with visual communication that
maintains an ethical standard of design. As a
community we can discuss how to establish codes
of design to incorporate ideas about
sustainability, conscious consumerism, healthy
body image and recycling. Individual pieces of a
puzzle cannot communicate the entire message
but when you put them together we can create a
picture of a newly designed world that promotes a
message of hope.” Permission to reproduce work
has been given by student.
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E VALUATING THE O UTCOMES
This live brief comprises three sequential and interrelated phases and outcomes,
incorporating designed deliverables, cross-institutional collaboration and industry
exposure. The combined learning and visual outcomes of this project are embedded,
interwoven and inseparable – ultimately enabling students to individually shape their
position as emergent designers. Through research, reflection, and writing the
manifesto, and then developing it into a poster design, students widen their
understanding of design’s potential to function outside of its typical commercial
domain. The scope of the brief and its design deliverables is a timely reminder for
students that not all creative work is produced on a computer, that the written form,
reflection, experimentation and innovation are important parts of the design mix.
The exhibition and zine fair outcomes exemplify the benefits of collaboration and
sense of pride, ownership and responsibility over producing something from concept to
print and then presenting it in the public sphere. Critically, students increase their
understanding of what construes design responsibility, and build the foundations of
their own personal and professional ethics. Engaging with their peers and the design
public, knowing that their work is going to be exhibited publically results in high quality,
innovative, insightful and mature results every year (Figure 6).
Importantly, it enables the students, as future creative practitioners, to re-imagine
themselves as active participants rather than passive artworkers, who can become an
influential public voice and resource to the community and its leadership in support of
good design. The design and promotion of this publication also provides students with
an opportunity to expand, reflect on and exhibit their work, and gives them exposure in
their design community of practice, while also raising the public profile of the UWS B.
Design degree. Ultimately, what these experiences afford students is the opportunity to
see themselves within the context of the industry more broadly and in relation to
design students from other tertiary institutions nationally.

Figure 6. (L-R) Collaboration in process, RMIT, The Works Design Studio, 2007; The Difference
Design Makes Exhibition, Australian Academy of Design, Melbourne, 2012; The Burrow Zine
display at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Zine Fair, 2012. Source: Author’s own photographs.
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Case Study 2: Off the Wall
T HE BRIEF
This annual project involves the design and production of a suite of strategic visual
communication materials, including individual mural panels, and the organisation,
management and promotion of a collaborative design mural event and barbeque at the
Rabbit Hole. The purpose of the project is to introduce the Rabbit Hole to Bachelor of
Design students in years 1-3 of the degree, and also create a range of murals that are
installed in the studio to inspire future Rabbit Hole students, as part of the studio’s
ongoing place-making activities.
D ELIVERABLES







Mural theme
Mural design
Promotional strategy
Event management
Reflective journal
Video documentary

As a team, students must brainstorm, develop, and decide on an overarching theme
that will guide all design work and promotion. Individually, students conduct visual
research, experimentation and planning, then develop and execute in final a large-scale
mural panel that can incorporate, but must not rely exclusively on digital design
methods. Individually, students must develop and pitch a promotional poster design
and e invitation that is decided on by the team through a voting system. As a team,
students devise a media strategy and write a press release for internal and external
media, which is sent out to UWS journalism students, local press and television
stations. The team must also manage the day-long event that occurs at the end of the
semester, as the culmination of a semester’s work on their individual panels and
strategic communications campaign. This includes budgeting, inviting guest artists,
liaising with support staff, catering, set up and pack down. The event musters B. Design
students across the degree, the broader UWS community as well as local media to
cover the event. As a team, the event must be documented through photography or
film, with the aim of a curated (photo exhibition) or produced (film) outcome exhibited
on the Rabbit Hole website to provide further internal and external exposure for future
‘Off the Wall’ events and the Rabbit Hole program as a whole.
E VALUATING THE O UTCOMES
The ‘Off the Wall’ live brief is a multifaceted design project that leads to an
enriching participatory design event which connects students across years of the
degree. Significantly, it is the also the last time fourth year design students are
gathered together in one physical place before their final exams and assessments,
ahead of the graduation exhibition. As such, it is an event run at a heightened period of
stress for final year students who are in the process of completing their final portfolio
works. Therefore, ‘Off the Wall’ provides a pivotal moment for students to reflect on
and share their experiences, antidotes and aspirations. The collaborative panels on the
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Figure 7. Documentation of the Off the Wall: It’s a Mural event 2007-2012. Permission to
reproduce work has been given by students. Source: Author’s own photographs.
day encourages spontaneous collaboration and creates a sense of community on campus, which
succeeds in breaking down the traditional divides that exist between students across different
years of the program. The student team must interact with journalism students from the
Communications degree who report on the event for their own assessment purposes, as well as
Television Sydney (a local community television station) who film the event and interview
students. It provides students with public speaking and civic engagement experience, as well as
raising the profile of the design program as a whole to the Greater Western Sydney area. In 2010,
the Penrith Press reported “The University of Western Sydney’s annual mural painting event
thrived this year, showcasing what may be the best talent in its four years.”

‘Off the Wall’ demonstrates that design is not just on the computer, it can happen
live and low-tech, and that collaboration is rewarding. The resulting mural panels are
thought provoking, surprising and inspirational – engaging with a range of mediums
and modes (e.g. stencils, paste ups, acrylics, sharpies, aerosol cans, markers, pencils),
with subject matters drawing from the spirit of culture jamming, character design,
social commentary, sustainability and creative freedom of expression tied to the annual
theme (Figure 7). Importantly, the digital archiving of outcomes enables the teaching
team to extend the learning experience beyond the lifespan of the current project. Film
and still recordings go on to become participatory design tools that enrich future
student work on the same project in following years. It is a unique form of capturing,
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exhibiting and preserving temporal Rabbit Hole learning experiences for future
reference. The Rabbit Hole website updates – www.commarts.uws.edu.au/rabbithole
– are circulated to all students in the degree to motivate, inspire and engage them
with design practice early on. Filming their experiences and seeing their work exhibited
online also gives current Rabbit Hole students a sense of ownership, pride and
achievement while design, filming and installation of student themed murals to
personalise the spaces, thereby transforming them into more magnetic learning
environments. ‘Off the Wall’ enables students to exercise their individual creative
interests, collaborate, and then make a positive impact and leave their visual legacy in
the learning environment, as each year's murals are hung for the subsequent year's
duration.

Case Study 3: Television Sydney (TVS) rebranding
T HE BRIEF
A western Sydney-based community television station located on the Werrington
South Campus at UWS, TVS required new visual branding that reflected its shift in
philosophy and direction. TVS wanted to effectively communicate through its corporate
and on-air collateral that it broadcasts quality local content that is often underrepresented in the mainstream, to a diverse audience. The aim of the project was to
refresh the brand, inform stakeholders of its future direction, and increase public
understanding and commitment to TVS.
D ELIVERABLES




Brand strategy
Visual identity design
Concept prototypes

As a team, students conduct a competitor audit and situation analysis then develop
a positioning statement and tagline for the TVS brand identity to guide subsequent
creative work. Individually, students conduct design research and develop brand
identity design that reflects the team’s brand strategy. This includes typography, colour
palette, secondary graphics, and image treatments that can work with the existing
corporate logo. Each student must develop 2-3 visual directions. Individually, students
must develop concept prototypes for a series of corporate and on-air collateral,
including stationery, building and vehicle signage, website design, iPhone application
and screen titles.
E VALUATING THE O UTCOMES
The teaching team observed that having the client engaged in the process, by
coming into the Rabbit Hole studio to meet with the students and participate in design
decisions being made (e.g. colour palette, image choices, type treatments and logotype
developments), at regular interim stages rather than in formal presentations, helped
the designs move quickly and enabled the students to feel as though they were making
progress through an iterative process that responded to the client’s constructive
critique. Working through a range of conceptual directions as part of a design team,
students also become familiar with the collaborative nature of studio practice,
experiencing the benefits of working alongside people from a range of disciplines,
rather than in solitary way they were accustomed to. One of the TVS rebranding
outcomes was to be a screen advertising campaign that promoted the new TVS brand,
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positioned as ‘a different view’. This process involved working collaboratively with TVS
advertising representatives and cross-disciplinary discussions with students on the
design team who had sub-majors in advertising, marketing and media production. The
students succeeded in conceiving a series of integrated communication strategies that
were empathetic to the home grown brand aspirations of TVS, without resorting to
clichés and staid outcomes often associated with low budget community television
(Figure 8).
The TVS rebranding project has led to a range of other TVS design briefs for the
Rabbit Hole, increasing the studio’s capabilities and reputation, as well as crystallising a
mutually beneficial relationship with a real client. The TVS project resulted in high
calibre, innovative, professional and industry standard designed outcomes. Ultimately,
the student’s response to this design challenge have been conceptually rich and
confident in the choice of media/execution and demonstrate the value of the
transitional teaching methods embedded in the Rabbit Hole curriculum. Students have
worked in a design studio – moving from a University student-centred method to a
responsive client focused approach – so highly regarded and required of practising
design professionals. The effectiveness of this ongoing partnership has also led to paid
internships being offered to Rabbit Hole students who worked on the project.

Figure 8. One of the TVS rebranding and advertising campaign live brief outcomes.
Permission to reproduce work has been given by students.

Case Study 4: Final Sessions
The brief
Final Sessions is an annual student-run night of music held at Penrith’s Joan
Sutherland Performing Arts Centre, in the Greater Western Sydney area. It is a
celebration of the end of Autumn semester and an opportunity for UWS musicians to
1549
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showcase their emerging talents and perform their music to a live audience. This event
represents an ongoing collaboration between music and design students, and an
engagement with the Western Sydney community. The project involves a competitive
pitch, whereby two teams develop concept prototypes to present to the client (a
representative from the UWS Music department), who then decides on which team
progresses with the project.
D ELIVERABLES






Event theme
Brand identity
Concept prototypes
Design campaign
Event management

As a team, students conduct a competitor audit and situation analysis and then
collaborate on the event’s theme and positioning strategy. Students also design a
survey to garner feedback from UWS music students, who may perform on the night.
The survey responses inform the design direction. Individually, students develop the
visual brand for the event. As part of an iterative design process, each student develops
2-3 concept prototypes that are pitched internally to the team. The team votes on the
strongest visual strategies and each student moves forward to develop these further.
This process often involves working with other student’s ideas and design artwork,
media and so on, encouraging them to challenge notions of authorship in a
collaborative design environment. At this stage both competing teams make their pitch
to the client, who decides on the final event theme and branding. The chosen team
then goes on to revise their roles to design and produce the final campaign elements
(Figure 9). The team must also liaise with the venue, local press, performers, and
technical staff in the lead up to and during the event.

Evaluating The Outcomes
Final Sessions is the brainchild of the Rabbit Hole and has been running since 2007,
growing in popularity in terms of attendance, calibre and range of performers, as well
as student participants from other programs within the School of Humanities and
Communication Arts. As part of this live brief, Bachelor of Music students are invited to
perform to a local audience and Bachelor of Communication students cover the event
for TVS and local press. In 2012 it was an enjoyable and enriching event attended by
over 100 people that brought creative talent, UWS and local community together.
Edwards (2011) describes how Final Sessions attendees have been surprised that an
event of such high standard had been organised by students. She also believes that the
event is something that UWS design students enjoy being a part of, stating, “…they
love it. They are really contributing to something the university encourages outside real
life projects like this” (Lipman 2011).
Final Sessions enables the student design team to gain valuable experience in areas
related to design practice that they haven’t otherwise been exposed to, for example,
competitive pitches, event management, public relations, public speaking and
broadcast design. An important outcome is that students see and experience the
impact of their design work and the potential for design to make a contribution in their
communities. Final Sessions also situates the performers in a professional context while
allowing them to rely upon the expertise and experience of the Rabbit Hole teaching

1550

Down the rabbit hole

team. Final Sessions exemplifies the positive outcomes of the Rabbit Hole’s situated
learning approach, and also demonstrates the studio’s positive influence on learning
communities, inspiring students to participate, learn and work together as part of a
multidisciplinary team in a real world context.

Figure 9. Collaborative Promotional material produced in the Rabbit Hole for the Final
Sessions music event held at the Joan Sutherland Performing Arts Centre, 2009-2012.

Critical design pedagogy – a ‘WIL’ way forward
Endorsed by Farivarsadri (2001), critical design education, such as the situated
and reflexive pedagogical framework outlined here, defends a kind of student-centred
and client-focused work integrated learning where students become “moral citizens”
through the fostering of personal accountability and mutual responsibility for the
process and its outcomes. In the Rabbit Hole this is in part achieved through the
alignment of the learning outcomes that underpin the curriculum, with the live brief
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projects. While the 4 case studies presented here afford essentially different design
responses, visual strategies and media outcomes, the construction and alignment of
learning outcomes with assessment criteria ensures that the projects are scaffolded
with the appropriate content, context, opportunities, people, learning contracts and
ideologies to ensure that there is a measureable relationship between the real life work
the students are involved in and the aims of the program, in terms of what we aspire to
produce – socially responsible emergent designers, who are ethical and culturally
aware. Our graduates leave the Rabbit Hole able to apply problem solving, integrative
thinking and appropriate media to ‘real life’ design situation. Moreover, they are
articulate and confident design professionals who are able to work independently
and/or collaboratively, reflective of information, knowledge and ideas.
Importantly, what binds all of the Rabbit Hole live briefs together (not just the case
studies), is the fact that they negotiate “uncertainty” which encourages the students to
“build collegial, creative and sustainable communities” in an ontologically unstable
world (Franz 2007). This ensures that they are adaptable, positive, flexible and resilient
in the face of rapidly changing design practices. The challenge for the future will be to
measure how the Rabbit Hole experience has impacted on its students, in the long term
and in their future communities of practice.

Conclusion
The case studies discussed in this paper demonstrate what is achievable through a
dynamic curriculum that synergises situated learning, participatory design and design
advocacy.
The overarching aim of the Rabbit Hole teaching studio is to foster responsible,
engaged, and professional emergent designers with the skills and confidence to effect
change. Through providing students with the opportunity to work on ‘real world’
community-focused design projects with real clients, the aim is for students develop an
understanding of how their actions may impact on the community and the larger
world. As discussed, the live brief framework enables students to have meaningful
learning experiences where they hone their creative capacities and develop their
professional skills, ultimately making them more employable than they may have been
before entering the Rabbit Hole. The effectiveness of the Rabbit Hole’s ‘living
curriculum’ is also demonstrated by industry recognition of students’ design work, and
academic recognition of the teaching team. A number of live briefs have also been
transformative for students, giving them first-hand experience of how they can make a
positive contribution to the local community and the broader design industry, and in
some cases, live briefs have led to internships and paid employment for students.
While studio teaching is a key and indispensible characteristic of pedagogy in art,
architecture and design, the studio teaching programs of many Australian institutions
for many years have been under threat due to lack of resources, such as funding,
teaching spaces, technology, and staff workloads (Zehner et al. 2009, 8). The
effectiveness of the Rabbit Hole and its situated design pedagogy is a testament to the
incredible value of studio teaching in design education. In agreement, Shaughnessy
(2009, 12) argues that it is impossible to understand contemporary graphic design
without also understanding how studios function. Extending on this, the outcomes
presented in this paper demonstrate that approaches to design education which unify
design practices and professional engagement in an authentic real world
multidisciplinary studio environment – such as the Rabbit Hole – can result in
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responsible, inspired, work-ready emergent designers with an understanding of how
their actions can positively impact change in their communities, and the world at large.
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